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In this paper, I propose philosophical considerations on utilitarianism, particularly on its limitations and 
possible extensions. I focus on two of key criticisms from Kraut (2007). First, utilitarianism does not 
necessarily support fairness. While utilitarianism may achieve efficient resource allocation, it does not 
account for distributional justice - one of key societal goals in many modern countries. Second, while 
utilitarianism assumes single measure of goodness, i.e. utility, individuals’ goodness could be 
multiple-dimensional. As a way to retrieve fairness in the utilitarian framework, I investigate the 
compensation mechanism, universalisability, and diminishing marginal utility. On multi-dimensionality of 
human goodness, I follow the previous literature and discuss the importance of human rights, freedom, and 
opportunities. Furthermore, I discuss the limitations of individuals’ rationality, including lack of information 
and self-control, which can lead to biased projection of true preference on individuals’ utility (and social 
welfare). I argue potential importance of objective measures of goodness, such as norm and moral, in reducing 
such bias. 
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1. Introduction 
In this paper I examine utilitarianism. In 
particular, I investigate its limitations and 
possible extensions. The idea of utilitarianism is 
summarised in a famous notion “the greatest 
amount of good for the greatest number.” In its 
perspective, the right action is the action which 
increases individual pleasure and decreases pain. 
Such action is considered to lead to increase the 
social welfare.  
I demonstrate philosophical 
considerations on utilitarianism. This is important 
to make philosophy contribute to the society in the 
following reasons. Utilitarianism is considered as 
one of the most useful accounts of goodness for a 
human being. Therefore, it has been applied in 
various fields in social sciences, such as economics 
and politics. In particular, utilitarianism has been 
proven to be useful to analyse social decision 
making and to evaluate the welfare effects of social 
policies, which can directly influence people’s lives. 
Therefore, it is essential for philosophers to 
provide applied researchers with fundamental 
understanding of this idea, including its 
limitations and the possible extensions. 
I advance my discussion in the following 
way. First, I review Kraut (2007)’s criticisms on 
utilitarianism. I focus on two of key criticisms. 
Those are as follows: utilitarianism does not 
support fairness; and individuals’ utility has 
multiple-dimension. Then I discuss possible 
extensions of utilitarianism in order to take into 
account the Kraut’s criticisms. Finally, I show my 
original consideration about utilitarianism. I 
consider whether or not utilitarianism is plausible 
when individuals cannot maximise their own 
utility due to lack of information and self-control 
problem, and therefore their utility does not reflect 
their own best interest.    
Kraut criticises utilitarianism in his book 
“What is Good and Why” (Kraut, 2007). I focus on 
two of key criticisms. First criticism is that 
utilitarianism does not support fairness. Indeed, 
while utilitarianism can achieve efficient resource 
allocation, it does not account for distributional 
justice. I propose three possible ways to address 
this criticism within a utilitarianistic framework. 
Firstly, I propose to use the compensation 
mechanism (Hicks, 1939; Kaldor, 1939), which can 
attain fairness by compensating the 
disadvantaged groups (such as the poor and 
minorities) in the resource reallocation. Secondly, I 
propose to adapt universalisability (Hare, 1963), 
which requires individuals to take into account 
others’ utility as well as his own utility in 
decision-making. Finally, I propose that the 
government can attain fairness by assuming 
diminishing marginal utility. This is because, if 
the assumption is actually the case, transferring 
resources from the rich to the poor improves both 
fairness and social welfare.  
Another criticism by Kraut is that, while 
utilitarianism assumes single measure of goodness 
(i.e. utility, happiness), individuals’ goodness must 
be multiple-dimensional. First, I review Nagel 
(1979) and Sen (1985)’s discussions. They claim 
that the goodness can be found in human rights, 
freedom, opportunities, which are undoubtedly 
important in the society but are not fully 
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acknowledged in utilitarianism. Secondly, I 
introduce Macintyre (1984), who divides goodness 
into two parts: “internal goodness” and “external 
goodness.” Internal goodness is obtained only by 
activating unique human function. Differently 
from external goodness, internal goodness is not 
reflected in one’s utility. Therefore, a 
utilitarianistic social decision making without 
taking into account the internal goodness may 
distort social welfare because it underestimates 
the importance of unique human functions. 
Thirdly, I review Brink (1992)’s discussion. In his 
thoughts on pleasure, Brink proposes that there 
are “higher pleasure” and “lower pleasure.” Higher 
pleasure is intellectual pleasure, and it can be 
objectively distinguishable from the lower 
pleasure (which refers to primitive pleasure). In 
this sense, higher pleasure is an objective pleasure. 
Only higher pleasure increases happiness, 
therefore one ought to seek such pleasure rather 
than other primitive pleasures in order to increase 
social welfare. Finally, I discuss if utilitarianism 
makes sense if each individual’s utility does not 
reflect his own true preference due to lack of 
information and self-control problem. I propose 
that using objective measure of utility, such as 
norms or morals, is a possible solution.  
  
2. An overview of utilitarianism 
In this section I give an overview of 
utilitarianism. Utilitarianism is widely used in 
various fields, such as moral philosophy and social 
sciences. Utilitarianism covers a wide range of 
topics of human bahaviour, such as what to do, 
what to admire, and how to live, in terms of 
maximising utility or happiness (Deriver, 2009). 
Let me first introduce two famous 
pioneers of utilitarianism: Bentham and Mill. 
Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832) claims that human 
beings seek pleasure and avoid pain. He proposes 
that a proper action achieves “the greatest 
happiness of the greatest number.” He also 
introduces the felicific calculation, where one’s 
utility, and therefore the social welfare, can be 
quantitatively evaluated. However, he also 
proposes that there is no qualitative difference in 
pleasures. Bentham is followed by Stuart Mill 
(1806-1873). Differently from Bentham, Mill 
claims that there is qualitative distinction in 
pleasure. He emphasises that intellectual 
pleasures are higher than the lower (or primitive) 
pleasure, which we share with animal.  
Utilitarianism can be characterised by 
the following four notions. First, utilitarianism is 
consequentialism. Utilitarianism claims that the 
morally right action is the action that produces the 
most good. The right action is understood entirely 
in terms of consequences produced. Second, when 
each individual maximises the overall good, it 
achieves “the greatest amount of good for the 
greatest number” in the society. Therefore, 
individual utility maximisation, even if it is 
motivated by his own personal desire, leads to 
maximum social welfare (or happiness). Third, 
utilitarianism deals only with single measure of 
goodness - pleasure. In this notion, individual’s 
happiness is simplified into one measure, which 
has actually offered great convenience in social 
science research. Finally, utilitarian considers that 
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everyone’s happiness weighs equally. Therefore, an 
individual counts his utility for no more than 
anyone else’s utility, so that we can calculate 
utility from pleasure. 
 
3. Kraut’s criticisms on utilitarianism 
In this section I review Kraut (2007)’s 
criticisms on utilitarianism. Kraut makes several 
remarks on utilitarianism from its hedonistic 
perspectives. I focus on two of key remarks. First, 
utilitarianism may be successful in deriving an 
efficient social allocation, but it does not 
necessarily address fairness or equality of 
allocation. Second, utilitarianism deals only with 
single measure of goodness (utility, pleasure), 
which cannot cover the complexity of human 
nature. In the following I examine Kraut’s 
argument on each remark in more detail. 
Kraut states that utilitarianism does not 
guarantee fairness of allocation in the society. In 
his view, utilitarians expect individuals to increase 
the total amount of good in the universe, making 
whatever sacrifices are needed in order to do so. 
Some people might have to suffer, but their 
suffering is justified if it is a necessary means for 
achieving the highest possible balance of good over 
bad (Kraut, 2007, p.18). Indeed, while the notion 
“the greatest amount of good for the greatest 
number” could only bring an efficient resource 
allocation, it does not necessarily support 
distributional justice. Minorities and 
disadvantageous people are more likely to be 
worse off in such utilitarianistic resource 
allocations. However, distributional principle is 
undoubtedly important. In fact, most governments 
conduct public policies to reduce social inequality, 
such as income supports for the poor.  
Kraut argues that, while utilitarianism 
treats single measure of goodness (such as 
pleasure), narrowing down goodness to such single 
feeling does not do justice to the complexity of 
human nature. In fact, there are social 
characteristics which are not incorporated in 
utilitarianistic framework, but are acknowledged 
to be important, such as human rights, dignity, 
and freedom. Also, his notion is closely related to 
the fact that utilitarianism just deals with 
subjective pleasure, and does not address the 
objective value of such pleasure. This criticism is 
well expressed in Nozick (1974)’s example – the 
experience machine. The experience machine gives 
us whatever desirable or pleasurable experiences 
we could want. “Superduper neuropsychologists” 
have figured out a way to stimulate a person’s 
brain to induce pleasurable experiences that the 
subject cannot distinguish from those she would 
have apart from the machine. Obviously, the 
pleasure which is driven by the machine is not the 
one in real life. It is unlikely that people prefer the 
machine to real life even when the machine would 
have provided the maximum pleasure. This 
implies the need for incorporating an objective 
criterion for judging pleasure. However, 
utilitarianism does not offer such criterion.      
 
4. Possible extensions of utilitarianism 
In this section, I propose possible 
extensions of utilitarianism to address Kraut’s 
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criticisms, which are discussed in the previous 
section. Firstly, I discuss how to obtain fairness in 
a utilitarianistic framework. More specifically, I 
propose the following three approaches: i) using 
compensation mechanism; ii) incorporating 
universalizability; and iii) assuming diminishing 
marginal utility in a resource allocation. Secondly, 
differently from traditional utilitarianism, which 
assumes single source of goodness (i.e. subjective 
utility), I review several important remarks on the 
importance of taking into account the multiple 
sources of goodness in utilitarianistic framework, 
and discuss the social welfare cost of disregarding 
its importance in social decision making. 
 
4.1. Retrieving fairness 
Compensation mechanism 
Utilitarianism does not support fairness. 
The notion of “the greatest amount of good for the 
greatest number” implicitly allows the government 
to sacrifice someone’s utility as long as it serves to 
increase the “net” utility in the whole society. Such 
decision-making often hurt minorities. For 
example, suppose that the government wants to 
clean up streets because cleaning improves 
hygiene (and hence national welfare), yet there are 
a few homeless who live there. The government 
decides to clean up the streets by forcing the 
homeless to move out, which hurts homeless’ 
utility. It can be controversial whether this 
government’s decision can be justified or not. A 
possible solution to this problem is to apply 
Pareto’s criterion and its extension. According to 
Pareto, a good rule for society is that, given an 
initial allocation of goods among a set of 
individuals, a change to a different allocation that 
makes at least one individual better off without 
making any other individual worse off is an 
improvement, known as a Pareto improvement. 
Hicks (1939) and Kaldor (1939) show that, even 
when the government has to sacrifice the utility of 
minorities in order to increase the national welfare, 
it can still achieve Pareto improvement by 
compensating minorities – compensation principle. 
Going back to the previous example, the 
government may force the homeless to move out, 
but it can provide them with special arrangements 
(such as provisional housing or financial aids) as 
compensation.  
If the compensation mechanism works, 
the government retrieves fairness in the sense 
that nobody is worse off. However, notice that this 
mechanism does not ensure distributional justice 
(or equitability) because it does not address the 
fairness of the initial allocation. Therefore, a 
limitation of this approach is that while it can 
achieve efficiency and fairness in the allocation in 
Pareto’s sense, it does not necessarily attain equity 
in the society in more general sense. 
 
Universalisation 
Utilitarian’s view allows individuals to 
seek their own pleasure. As a result, their interest 
sometimes conflicts. The confliction generates 
“winners” and “losers,” which is the source of social 
unfairness (or inequality). A radical extension of 
utilitarianism to modify such unfairness is to 
incorporate others’ utility in one’s own 
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decision-making criterion. Hare (1963) proposes 
that, in case of confliction, individuals should 
compare all positions and should weight every 
different party’s desires. Hare develops his theory 
by applying Bentham’s notion: “Everybody to 
count for one, nobody for more than one,” and 
Kant’s: “Act only on that maxim through which 
you can at the same time will that it should 
become a universal law” (Bentham, Kant in Hare, 
p.4). In this theory, an action is justified when 
other people act in the same way as the 
action-taker, i.e. the action is universalised. Hare 
shows that such action ensures fairness, and also 
achieves the greatest amount of good for the 
greatest number. More intuitively, suppose a case 
of energy crisis. An individual may want to use a 
lot of energy even when other people try to reduce 
energy consumption. In this case, the individual 
must think about the universalisability of his 
action, then he realises that using much energy 
does not lead to the greatest goodness in the 
society because it would not be supported by 
others. Consequently, reducing energy use is the 
best action for him. If everyone acts like him, the 
society achieves the greatest goodness. 
An implication of Here’s theory of 
universalisability is that, as Here himself 
acknowledges, it is closely related to Kant’s moral 
theory. Utilitarianism itself does not account for 
moral aspects in human behaviour. However, it is 
worth noting that Here’s theory implies that “the 
greatest good for the greatest number” can be 
achieved when individuals’ decision-making is 
based on morals, and it does not have to be 
motivated by one’s personal desire. This suggests 
the possibility to use some objective criteria (such 
as morals and norms) in decision-making to 
maximise social welfare. I come back to this point 
in Section 5.   
 
Diminishing marginal utility 
Hare (2007) proposes that fair allocation 
leads to the greatest happiness if one assumes the 
law of diminishing marginal utility, i.e. the value 
that is added to the sum by a source of value will 
tend to diminish. For example, additional £100 for 
the poor must be more valuable than the same 
amount of money for the rich. Therefore, the 
government can attain the greatest welfare by 
transferring resources from the rich to the poor 
until the marginal utility of a resource becomes 
identical for everyone.      
The theory implicitly assumes that the 
individuals are allowed to maximise own pleasure, 
but the government has full right to redistribute 
the resources to attain equality (and maximum 
welfare) in the society. However, there are at least 
two limitations. First, such resource redistribution 
does not support fairness in Pareto’s sense (i.e. 
nobody is worse off) because the government can 
deprive the rich people’s properties. Second, 
diminishing marginal utility is a strong 
assumption. The assumption may be plausible for 
most goods: first pint of beer is more valuable than 
the second pint. However, it is not always the case. 
For example, certain addictive goods (e.g. 
cigarettes) exhibit increasing marginal utility. 
Furthermore, for alcoholics, even the second pint 
of beer could be more desirable than the first one. 
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Therefore, marginal utility can be increasing or 
decreasing, depending on types of goods and 
individuals.    
 
4.2. Multiple dimensions of goodness 
Utilitarianism assumes that goodness 
can be expressed by one-dimensional measure – 
utility. Also, utilitarianism assumes that 
satisfying one’s pleasure is a psychological 
phenomenon, therefore goodness is subjective. In 
this section I review several criticisms on this 
aspect of utilitarianism, and discuss the possibility 
to extend it by allowing multiple dimensions of 
goodness.        
The source of goodness is not unitary but 
is multi-dimensional, and therefore single 
measure of utility does not represent all types of 
goodness in a variety of settings. Nagel (1979) 
discusses that obligations, rights, utility, 
perfectionist ends, and private commitments could 
constantly influence decision-making. Therefore, 
he denies the monothetic explanation that several 
values can resolve into only one utility. 
Furthermore, Sen (1985) proposes that goodness 
can be in capabilities or opportunities rather than 
utility. Indeed, society often acknowledges the 
importance of human rights and freedom, but 




Macintyre (1984) proposes a fundamental 
criticism on utilitarianism by dividing goodness 
into two parts: “internal goodness” and “external 
goodness.” While internal goodness refers to the 
goodness which is obtained through practices to 
achieve excellence. It can be regarded as unique 
human function, which Aristotelians emphasise as 
the most important virtue. Such internal goodness 
is valuable, but may not bring direct pleasure. On 
the other hand, external goodness refers to 
goodness which comes from rewards or satisfaction 
in the course of practice. More intuitively, 
Macintyre gives an example of playing chess with 
an intelligent seven-year-old child (Macintyre, 
1987, p.188). At first, the child plays chess because 
he can get a reward, but gradually he improves his 
skill and being motivated for chess-playing. 
Macintyre discusses:   
There are two kinds of good possibly to be 
gained by chess-playing. On the one hand 
there are those goods externally and 
contingently attached to chess-playing 
and to other practices by the accidents of 
social circumstance… There are always 
alternative ways for achieving such goods, 
and their achievement is never to be had 
only by engaging in some particular kind 
of practice. On the other hand there are 
the goods internal to the practice of chess 
which cannot be had in any way but by 
playing chess or some other game of that 
specific kind. (Macintyre, 1987, p.188) 
In this example, external goodness is attached to a 
reward or a feeling of winning, which we can be 
gained in elsewhere. On the other hand, internal 
goodness is in improving his chess skills, which 
cannot be gained through other games.  
湘南工科大学紀要 第 53 巻 第１号 
－ 112 － 
Internal goodness is valuable in the sense 
that it induces individuals to engage with society, 
but it does not bring utility. Therefore, 
utilitarianism disregards the value of internal 
goodness. Macintyre points out that an individual 
should follow the rule that leads him to achieve 
internal goodness. He continues: 
[W]e have to accept as necessary 
components of any practice with internal 
goods and standards of excellence the 
virtues of justice, courage and honesty… 
so far bars us from achieving the 
standards of excellence or the goods 
internal to the practice that it renders 
the practice pointless except as a device 
for achieving external goods. (Macintyre, 
1987, p.191)  
Since utilitarianism does not take into account the 
internal goodness, social welfare maximisation 
based only on external goodness (pleasure) may 
not attain the maxim of the society. Moreover, such 
social decision making prioritises those who seek 
superficial happiness (which is derived by external 
goodness). As a consequence, it can induce 
individuals to overweigh superficial happiness. 
However, the true happiness in the society is, as 
Aristotle proposes, in lives which activate unique 
human function, which increases internal 
goodness. Therefore, it is important to find a way 
to incorporate internal goodness in utilitarianism.  
 
Objective goodness 
Utilitarianism only deals with subjective 
goodness. Brink (1992) discusses the possibility to 
incorporate objective notion into utilitarian’s 
perspective. Brink states that a certain type of 
pleasure - higher pleasure - is objective goodness. 
Brink applies Mill’s objective theory of happiness: 
Mill holds an objective theory of 
happiness or welfare if he claims that 
happiness or welfare consists in the 
possession of certain character traits, the 
exercise of certain capacities, and the 
development of certain relations to others 
and the world and that the value of these 
traits, activities, and relationships is 
independent of the amount of pleasure 
that they produce or their being the 
object of desire. (Brink, 1992, p.69)     
In particular, he emphasises that Mill makes a 
qualitative distinction between “higher pleasure” 
and “lower pleasure,” where higher pleasure is 
defined as intellectual pleasure such as practical 
deliberations, which distinguishes human beings 
from other animals. Mill defines humans as 
progressive beings: ‘Goodness is to form, revise, 
and implement plans, projects, and commitments’ 
(p.78). Therefore, higher pleasure is more valuable 
than lower pleasure. Moreover, any quantity of 
lower pleasure could outweigh the value of higher 
pleasure. 
Mill’s idea motivates Brink to propose the 
objectiveness of happiness. He claims that 
exercising higher pleasure makes individuals 
happier. Therefore, an individual who only 
exercises lower pleasure (such as eating, sleeping) 
are unhappy even if she subjectively thinks she is 
happy. Indeed, Brink states: 
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[W]e also think of a happy life as a full 
life, a life that goes well, or a life well 
lived, and we can understand judging of 
someone that she did not lead a full 
life-indeed, that she was not really happy 
even though she was contented or 
pleased and satisfying desires and 
preferences that she held at the time. 
This would be natural if the person's 
pleasure or desires were based on false 
beliefs, or if we thought that the 
activities that were the objects of her 
desires and the source of her pleasure 
were unimportant or inappropriate. 
(Brink, 1992, p.70)       
Brink’s statement implies the possibility of 
incorporating objective or normative judgement of 
happiness in order to maximise social welfare. If 
exercising lower pleasure is based on false beliefs 
of one’s utility maximisation, the traditional 
utilitarianistic framework, which regards welfare 
as the aggregation of each individual’s subjective 
utility, does not maximise social welfare. This can 
be regarded as a call for an objective criterion for 
social decision-making. For instance, using morals 
or social norms is a possible solution.       
 
Utilitarianism with irrationality 
Brink’s discussion provides an important 
implication for recent philosophical discussions in 
social welfare. Evidences from behavioural science 
have shown that individuals’ decision-making is 
sometimes distorted by irrationality, such as false 
beliefs or lack of self-control. For example, a 
certain number of people do not stop overeating 
even though they are obese. This may be because 
they underestimate the future adverse health 
effects of obesity due to lack of information, or may 
be because they just cannot stop overeating due to 
self-control problem. In any case, it indicates that 
such people may not behave in their own best 
interest. Utilitarianism is no longer useful as a 
social decision criterion when individuals’ utility 
does not reflect her own “true” preference. 
Moreover, in such case, utilitarian’s social 
decision-making, which is the aggregation of each 
individual’s utility, cannot maximise social welfare. 
Therefore, alternative criterion for 
decision-making, such as Hare (2007)’s proposition 
of universalisability becomes even more important 
to consider how to achieve maximum social 
welfare.   
 
5. Conclusion 
In this paper I have examined 
utilitarianism. I start with Kraut’s criticisms on 
utilitarianism, which raises two key points: 
utilitarianism does not support fairness; 
individuals’ utility has multiple-dimension. I then 
discuss possible solutions. In order to retrieve 
fairness in utilitarianistic framework, I propose 
three different approaches: i) using compensation 
mechanism; ii) introducing universalisability in 
one’s decision-making; iii) assuming diminishing 
marginal utility in social-decision making. Next, I 
review and discuss the multiple dimensions of 
utility. Macintyre (1984) divides goodness into two 
dimensions: internal goodness and external 
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goodness, where utilitarianism disregards the 
internal goodness. Next, Brink (1992) proposes 
that there are higher pleasure and lower pleasure. 
Higher pleasure is the intellectual pleasure, and it 
can only increase happiness. Therefore, one should 
seek such higher pleasure. Finally, in relation to 
Brink’s discussion, I propose possible use of 
objective criteria in social welfare maximisation 
when utilitarianism does not work due to 
individuals’ irrational decision-making.   
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